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Bookends:
Reviews of Young Adult Literature
BY

ED

SPICER

This year we have, once again, a wealth of new nonfiction materials that have a place in language arts, science,
social studies, or history classrooms. Used well, these books offer educators the opportunity to demonstrate
exquisite storytelling, exceptional visuals, excellent writing, and exemplary content. This list of the best nonfiction books I've encountered (so far!) in 2004 may help you infuse your next
biology or music unit with more pizzazz. Enjoy your reading.
Hoose, Phillip. (2004) The Race to Save the Lord God Bird. New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux. 196 pp. ISBN 0-374-36173-8 (Hard Cover); $20.00
Echoes of the Woody Woodpecker laugh still haunt me. I see a
carved cartoon replica of this bird nailed to a tree when I drive to
work. I'm a California kid, born in Hollywood. Perhaps when I
tell you that I've never seen a pileated woodpecker and, for many
years, did not think they were anything other than a Hollywood
fabrication, you will understand. Who knew that a cartoon would
use an actual woodpecker as a model for a main character? Who
even remembers the ivory-billed woodpecker ( Campephilus principalis )-now extinct? The ivory-billed woodpecker, about 2 feet
long, with a 3-foot wingspan makes the pileated woodpecker seem
small! For most people, this bird, nick-named the Lord God bird,
seems more like a Hollywood creation than Woody Woodpecker.
While we watched Woody first on the silver screen and later on
television, the ivory-billed woodpecker faded into extinction. The Race
to Save the Lord God Bird depicts the way society changed its view of
birds, the way natural history museums changed their display philosophies, and the way science conducted its animal research. Showing
how science and society interacted is one of the significant achievements of this
book. Today we know more about the cartoon character than we do about the ivorybilled woodpecker, the bird that was the catalyst for many of today's conservationist
movements. The Race to Save the Lord God Bird seeks to alter this sad fact.
Hoose takes readers into the world of fashion, describing how at the turn of the
century most women wore hats and would only consider hats with plumes. Need
Ed Spicer loves YA literature because it's a road map
for the young, first-grade students he teaches. Mostly,
Ed loves YA literature because he thinks that he's that
young adult who still wonders what he wants to be when
he grows up. Please say hello to Ed at espicer@o,ccn.org.

78

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

SPICER

a stuffed bird for your museum exhibit? Find an ivory-billed woodpecker's nest,
shoot the adult birds, shoot the young, chop down the top of the tree holding the
nest and there you have it! Want to do a biological illustration of a bird? Shoot
six or seven of them so that you can decide which features best describe the prototype. Hoose does not attempt to manipulate emotion; he describes the process
of biological illustration, the procedure for gaining museum specimens, and the
way this process changed over time. Along the way readers also discover how the
Singer Manufacturing Company, maker of Singer sewing machines, inadvertently
provided the last habitat for the ivory-billed woodpecker in an effort to preserve
their business. Watch the Audubon Society come into power. And discover Jim
Tanner, who eventually became Professor James Tanner, who taught students to
"study nature not books." Jim Tanner spent years living with this magnificent
bird, learning that to save it meant also saving its habitat.
Woody Woodpecker never portrayed an actual woodpecker. The Lord God Bird
was real and, if you read the book carefully, maybe STILL is real. I never heard
of this bird until I read this book. Most of the people I've shown this book to had
not heard of it either. Reading The Race to Save the Lord God Bird has changed
me. I think I will spend some time searching for a pileated woodpecker. They live
close by and I'd like to see one. Sure beats watching cartoons.
Freedman, Russell. (2004). The Voice that Challenged a Nation: Marian Anderson and the Struggle for Equal Rights. New York: Clarion Books. 117 pp. ISBN
0-6181-5976-2 (Hardcover); $18.00
Napoleon once said that a picture is worth a thousand words. Russell Freedman, renowned for his discriminating selection of photos
that precisely show, rather than tell, the story he wants readers to
grasp, again proves his aptitude for creating stunning photobiography. The double-page spread (pp. 66-67) of Marian Anderson
singing from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on Easter 1939 is a
perfect example. Although frequently viewed from alternate angles,
this focuses on the crowd's perspective. Were they hearing her sing
"America"? Maybe as the photographer snapped the picture she
was saying the words, "sweet land of liberty .... " The photograph
is a grainy black and white picture. In the background is the
Washington Monument. The sky is overcast. The wind is blowing.
Anderson is wearing a black mink coat. It is cold. Thousands and
thousands of people pack this picture and they are there simply
because this woman could sing. And sing she does-for free. A
gift, a generous gift to the nation from a talented woman who was
not allowed to sing in Constitution Hall by the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) because of her race. Singing even though, because of her race, she
could not stay in any Washington hotels and had to travel from Philadelphia that
day.
The Voice that Challenged a Nation is an exquisite blend of text and illustration.
There is no caption on the photo spread discussed above; the picture alone is
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sufficient. Freedman utilizes historical materials to place the reader properly in
the mood of the times as he does with the Saturday, March 4, 1929, Pittsburgh
Courier headlines (Philadelphia Edition, p. 55): "MRS. ROOSEVELT QUITS
D.A.R." The story of Mrs. Roosevelt's criticism of D.A.R. for excluding Marian
Anderson from their concert hall is displayed as part of the facsimile.
Marian Anderson's primary interest was singing. She practiced from the time she
was a young girl until she stopped performing late in life. She studied in Europe.
She performed in concert halls throughout the world. She never sought a political
spotlight, never tried to become anything other than the best singer she could be.
Freedman shows us that her talent forced her into the spotlight; forced her to represent black artists around the world; drove her into positions of authority, such
as her appointment as a United Nations delegate; and earned her honors, such as
the Presidential Medal of Freedom, which put her in the spotlight even more.
Marian Anderson becomes a person we wish we lived near, a person we wish
we grew up knowing, a person whose music we want to start collecting; she
becomes someone we admire. Freedman steps graciously out of her way to allow
Anderson's own words to tell the story. He employs primary documents to focus
our attention and quotes from those who knew her best. This is what elevates
Freedman's books over other photo biography. It is too bad this book does not
come with music and a stereo system, although there are times reading this book and looking at the pictures, you will swear it does. Pam
Mufi.oz Ryan and Brian Selznick were awarded the 2002 Orbis Pictus
Award for their picture storybook rendition of When Marian Sang:
The True Recital of Marian Anderson (Scholastic Press).
Bolden, Tonya. (2004). Wake Up Our Souls: A Celebration of Black
American Artists. New York: Abrams. 128 pp. ISBN 0-8109-5035-9
(Hardcover); $24.95

Bolden does not claim to portray a comprehensive listing of all black
American artists. Rather she writes about a wide variety of favorite
artists who employ a variety of media and techniques. She writes to
impress the reader with the diversity of talent in the African American
art community from colonial times to present day artists such as Faith
Ringgold. While this book is obviously a fine reference for art teachers and a must-have edition for good school libraries, there is plenty
of fine material for history teachers and students of government.
A vignette from the section on Augusta Savage, for example, spotlights a heart-breaking example of American racism. In 1939, Savage created
a painted plaster sculpture titled "Lift Every Voice And Sing." This sculpture
was 16 feet high and resembled a harp. A line of singing children composed the
"strings" and a strong arm and hand hold them in place. A kneeling boy holds
musical notes in the front. It is a magnificent piece that was featured at the
World's Fair. Today, only pictures and postcards remain; after the fair, workers
bulldozed the sculpture because Savage did not have the money to have it moved
and no one stepped in to rescue her work.
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The book is organized chronologically from "Early Strivings" through "Great
Awakenings" and onto "Upward and Outward." Bolden includes a glossary of
terms, a selected bibliography, and recommended readings. This is a beautiful
book. It is highly recommended for high school libraries and teachers who desire
excellent biographical material on talented African Americans.
Greenberg, Jan & Jordan, Sandra. (2004). Andy Warhol: Prince of Pop. New
York: Delacorte. ISBN 0-385-73056-X (Reviewed from Galleys).

I asked my teenagers whether they had heard of Andy Warhol. One had. When I
began talking about the picture of the tomato soup can and the pictures of Marilyn Monroe, all of my teens knew this art in detail. It would be an exceptionally
rare soul who has not encountered an Andy Warhol image today.
Perhaps half of us would disparage Warhol's art or even hesitate to label his
prolific output "art"-just as he baffled, provoked, and created a divide among
his professors at Carnegie Tech. It is difficult, however, to dispute the influence
Warhol had-and continues to have-on both art and popular culture. Whether
you consider Warhol to be an artist or a huckster, there is no denying that Warhol
was the first to tum our artistic gaze to everyday objects. When I asked my teens
why someone would draw eight-foot pictures of soup cans, an argument commenced and each person had a completely different answer. Heated discussion is
exactly why this book is valuable in social studies, art, or any class that explores
popular culture. Readers should note, however, that this book will take you into
the heart of the Factory Studio, known for its sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll. Readers should also note that this tour will be conducted with exceptional insight,
cultural and historical awareness, and a fair measure of objectivity.
As with the other artist biographies they have written, Greenberg and Jordan
skillfully develop the context of the times along with the life of the artist.
They show how Warhol developed from the young Shirley Temple fan in
the steel mill town of Pittsburgh to the icon of pop art whose influence still
irritates cultural nerves today. Perhaps I should withhold judgment on this
book until I see the actual book (I am reviewing from a galley copy that
does not have the artwork). I think, however, that Warhol would embrace
any errors and claim both versions as the truth.

OTHER NONFICTION BOOKS THIS YEAR
These books will appeal to a variety of age and reading levels up to and
including high school.
Al-Windawi, Thora. (2004). Thura s Diary: My Life in Wartime Iraq. New
York: Putnam. 131 pp. ISBN 0-670-05886-6 (Hardcover); $15.99
Aronson, Marc. (2004). John Winthrop, Oliver Cromwell and the Land of Promise.
New York: Clarion. 205 pp. ISBN 0-6181-8177-6 (Hardcover); $20.00
Chopra, Depak. (2004). Fire in the Heart: A Spiritual Guide for Teens. New York:
Simon and Schuster. 262 pp. ISBN 0-689-86216-4 (Hardcover); $14.95
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Cooper, Michael L. (2004). Dust to Eat: Drought and Depression in the 1930's.
New York: Clarion. 83 pp. ISBN 0-6181-5449-3 (Hardcover); $15.00
Halls, Kelly Milner. (2004). Albino Animals. Plain City, OH: Darby Creek.
72 pp. ISBN 1-58196-012-3 (Hardcover); $18.95
Halpin, Mikki. (2004). It's Your World-If You Don't Like It, Change It:
Activism for Teenagers. New York: Simon Pulse. 305 pp. ISBN 0-68987448-0 (Paperback); $8.99
Hollyer, Beatrice. (2004). Let's Eat! What Children Eat Around the World.
New York: Henry Holt. unpaginated. ISBN 0-8050-7322-1 (Hardcover);
$16.95
Janeczko, Paul B. (2004). Top Secret: A Handbook of Codes, Ciphers, and
Secret Writing. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick. 144 pp. ISBN 0-7636-0971-4
(Hardcover); $16.99
McKissack, Patricia and Zarembka, Arlene. (2004). To Establish Justice.
New York: Knopf. 160 pp. ISBN 0-679-89308-3 (Hardcover); $18.95
Runyon, Brent. (2004). Burn Journals. New York: Knopf. 384 pp. ISBN 0375-82621-1 (Hardcover); $17.95
This one reads like a novel! It is the story of Runyon's ongoing attempt to
heal himself both physically and mentally from the time he went into the
bathroom, soaked his bathrobe with gasoline, and lit himself on fire. Watch
for this one!

Rubin, Susan Goldman. (2004). L 'Chaim! To Jewish Life in America:
Celebrating/ram 1654 Until Today. New York: Abrams. ISBN 0-8109-50359 (Reviewed from galley).
This book is due out in November to coincide with celebrations at the Jewish Museum-in honor of the 350th anniversary of Jews in America. This
book is especially interesting considering claims that the United States is a
Christian nation.

Warren, Andrea. (2004). Escaping/ram Saigon: How a Vietnam War Orphan
Became an American Boy. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 110 pp.
ISBN 0-374-32224-4 (Hardcover); $17.00
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